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INITIAL THOUGHTS

Take a few minutes to answer the following questmn PEHES

What is poverty? Make a list of words that come toyourmmd
when you think of poverty.




CHAPTER

whar’'s THE PROBLEM?

THE POOR SPEAK OUT ON POVERTY

At the end of World War 11, the Allies established the World Bank to fi-
nance the rebuilding of war-torn Europe. The World Bank’s efforts were
remarkably successful, and the European economies experienced the fast-
est growth in their history. Given this success, the World Bank tried a similar
approach to assisting low-income countries: lending them money on gener-
ous terms to promote economic growth and poverty reduction. The results
were less than stellar. Pouring in capital had worked to rebuild countries like
France, but it did little to help in places like India. On the surface the prob-
lems in both places looked the same—poverty and starvation, refugees, lack of
infrastructure, inadequate social services, and anemic economies—but some-
thing was different about the Majority World.

Solving the problem of poverty continues to perplex the World Bank,
which remains the premier public-sector institution trying to alleviate poverty
in low-income countries. Hence, during the 1990s, after decades of very mixed
results, the World Bank tried a new approach. It consulted with “the true pov-
erty experts, the poor themselves,” by asking more than sixty thousand poor
people from sixty low-income countries the basic question: what is poverty?
The results of this study have been published in a three-volume series of books
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WHEN HELPING HURTS

called Voices of the Poor. Below is a small sample of the words that the poor used

to describe their own situation:

Fora poor person everything is terrible—illness, humiliation, shame. We are
cripples; we are afraid of everything; we depend on everyone. No one needs
us. We are like garbage that everyone wants to get rid of ?

— MOLDOVA

When I don’t have any [food to bring my family], I borrow, mainly from
neighbors and friends. I feel ashamed standing before my children when I
have nothing to help feed the family. I'm not well when I'm unemployed.
It’s terrible.?

— GUINEA-BISSAU

During the past two years we have not celebrated any holidays with others.
We cannot afford to invite anyone to our house and we feel uncomfortable
visiting others without bringing a present. The lack of contact leaves one
depressed, creates a constant feeling of unhappiness, and a sense of low
self-esteem.*

— LATVIA

When one is poor, she has no say in public, she feels inferior. She has no food,
so there is famine in her house; no clothing, and no progress in her family.?

— UGANDA

[The poor have] a feeling of powerlessness and an inability to make them-

selves heard.5
— CAMEROON

Your hunger is never satisfied, your thirst is never quenched; you can never
sleep until you are no longer tired.”
— SENEGAL

Ifyou are hungry, you will always be hungry; if you are poor, you will always

be poor.®
— VIETNAM

What determines poverty or well-being? The indigenous people’s destiny is

to be poor.’
— ECUADOR
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What's the Problem?

What one shouldn’tlack is the sheep, what one cannot live without is food."
— CHINA

Please take a few minutes to list some key words or phrases that you see
in the quotes listed above. Do you see any differences between how you de-
scribed poverty at the start of this chapter and how the poor describe their
own poverty? Is there anything that surprises you?

We have conducted the previous exercise in dozens of middle-to-upper-
class, predominantly Caucasian, North American churches. In the vast ma-
jority of cases, these audiences describe poverty differently than the poor
in low-income countries do. While poor people mention having a lack of
material things, they tend to describe their condition in far more psycho-
logical and social terms than our North American audiences. Poor people
typically talk in terms of shame, inferiority, powerlessness, humiliation,
fear, hopelessness, depression, social isolation, and voicelessness. North
American audiences tend to emphasize a lack of material things such as
food, money, clean water, medicine, housing, etc. As will be discussed fur-
ther below, this mismatch between many outsiders’ perceptions of poverty
and the perceptions of poor people themselves can have devastating con-
sequences for poverty-alleviation efforts.

How do the poor in North America describe their own poverty? While
there do not appear to be any comparable studies to the World Bank’s sur-
vey, many observers have noted similar features of poverty in the North
American context. For example, consider Cornel West, an African-Amer-
ican scholar, as he summarizes what many are now saying about ghetto

poverty'! in America:

The most basic issue now facing black America [is]: the nihilistic threat to its
very existence. This threat is not simply a matter of relative economic depriva-
tion and political powerlessness—though economic well-being and political
clout are requisites for meaningful progress. It is primarily a question of
speaking to the profound sense of psychological depression, personal worth-
lessness, and social despair so widespread in black America."

Similar to the Majority World, while there is a material dimension to pov-

erty in the African-American ghetto, there is also a loss of meaning, purpose,
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and hope that plays a major role in the poverty in North America. The prob-
lem goes well beyond the material dimension, so the solutions must go beyond
the material as well.

THE DISTINCTION IS MORE THAN ACADEMIC

Defining poverty is not simply an academic exercise, for the way we define
poverty—either implicitly or explicitly—plays a major role in determining the
solutions we use in our attempts to alleviate that poverty.

When a sick person goes to the doctor, the doctor could make two crucial
mistakes: (1) Treating symptoms instead of the underlying illness; (2) Mis-
diagnosing the underlying illness and prescribing the wrong medicine. Either
one of these mistakes will result in the patient not getting better and possibly

getting worse. The same is true when we work with poor people. If we treat
only the symptoms or if we misdiagnose the underlying problem, we will not
improve their situation, and we might actually make their lives worse. And as
we shall see later, we might hurt ourselves in the process.

Table 2.1 illustrates how different diagnoses of the causes of poverty lead
to different poverty-alleviation strategies. For example, during the initial de-
cade following World War II, the World Bank believed the cause of poverty was
primarily a lack of material resources—the last row of table 2.1—so it poured
money into Europe and the Majority World. The strategy worked in the for-
mer but not in the latter. Why? The fundamental problem in the Majority
World was not a lack of material resources. The World Bank misdiagnosed the
disease, and it applied the wrong medicine.

If We Believe the Primary Cause Then We Will Primarily Try to . . .
of Poverty s . ..

TABLE 2.1
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What's the Problem?

Similarly, consider the familiar case of the person who comes toyour church
asking for help with paying an electric bill. On the surface, it appears that
this person’s problem is the last row of table 2.1, a lack of material resources,
and many churches respond by giving this person enough money to pay the
electric bill. But what if this person’s fundamental problem is not having the
self-discipline to keep a stable job? Simply giving this person money is treat-
ing the symptoms rather than the underlying disease and will enable him to
continue with his lack of self-discipline. In this case, the gift of the money does
more harm than good, and it would be better not to do anything at all than
to give this handout. Really! Instead, a better—and far more costly—solution
would be for your church to develop a relationship with this person, a relation-
ship that says, “We are here to walk with you and to help you use your gifts and
abilities to avoid being in this situation in the future. Let us into your life and
letus work with you to determine the reason you are in this predicament.”

Unfortunately, the symptoms of poor people largely look the same around
the world: they do not have “sufficient” material things.'* However, the under-
lying diseases behind those symptoms are not always very apparent and can
differ from person to person. A trial-and-error process may be necessary be-
fore a proper diagnosis can be reached. Like all of us, poor people are not fully
aware of all that is affecting their lives, and like all of us, poor people are not al-
ways completely honest with themselves or with others. And even after a sound
diagnosis is made, it may take years to help people to overcome their prob-
lems. There will likely be lots of ups and downs in the relationship. Itall sounds
very time-consuming, and it is. “If you spend yourselves in behalf of the hungry
and satisfy the needs of the oppressed, then your light will rise in the dark-
ness, and your night will become like the noonday” (Isa. 58:10, italics added).
“Spending yourself” often involves more than giving a handout to a poor per-
son, a handout that may very well do more harm than good.

A sound diagnosis is absolutely critical for helping poor people without
hurting them. But how can we diagnose such a complex disease? Divine wis-
dom is necessary. Although the Bible is not a textbook on poverty alleviation,
it does give us valuable insights into the nature of human beings, of history, of
culture, and of God to point us in the right direction. Hence, in the remain-
der of this chapter and the next, we root our understanding of poverty and its
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alleviation in the Bible’s grand narrative: creation, the fall, and redemption.
We recognize that some of the material in these two chapters is a bit abstract.
Hang in there! It won’t hurt too much. By design, the book moves from the
theoretical to the applied. We need to establish a solid theoretical foundation

if we want to build successful poverty-alleviation efforts.

POVERTY: A BIBLICAL FRAMEWORK
In the Beginning

Bryant Myers, a leading Christian development thinker, argues that in order to
diagnose the disease of poverty correctly, we must consider the fundamental
nature of reality, starting with the Creator of that reality. Myers notes that the
triune God is inherently a relational being, existing as three-in-one from all
eternity. Being made in God’s image, human beings are inherently relational
as well. Myers explains that before the fall, God established four foundational
relationships for each person: a relationship with God, with self, with others,
and with the rest of creation (see figure 2.1)."* These relationships are the

Economic System

> =)
© | TS
Creation

Religious System

FIGURE 2.1

Adapted from Bryant L. Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principles and Practices of Transformational Development
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1999), 27.




What's the Problem?

building blocks for all of life. When they are functioning properly, humans
experience the fullness of life that God intended, because we are being what
God created us to be. In particular for our purposes, when these relationships are
functioning properly, people are able to fulfill their callings of glorifying God by working
and supporting themselves and their families with the fruit of that work.

Note that human life is not all up for grabs! God designed humans to be a
certain thing and to operate in a certain way in all of these relationships:

* RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD: This is our primary relationship, the other
three relationships flowing out of this one. The Westminster Shorter Cate-
chism teaches that human beings’ primary purpose is “to glorify God and to
enjoy Him forever.” This is our calling, the ultimate reason for which we were
created. We were created to serve and give praise to our Creator through our
thoughts, words, and actions. When we do this, we experience the presence of
God as our heavenly Father and live in a joyful, intimate relationship with Him
as His children.

» RELATIONSHIP WITH SELF: People are uniquely created in the image
of God and thus have inherent worth and dignity. While we must remember
that we are not God, we have the high calling of reflecting God’s being, making
us superior to the rest of creation.

» RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHERS: God created us to live in loving re-
lationship with one another. We are not islands! We are made to know one
another, to love one another, and to encourage one another to use the gifts
God has given to each of us to fulfill our callings.

» RELATIONSHIP WITH THE REST OF CREATION: The “cultural man-
date” of Genesis 1:28-30 teaches that God created us to be stewards, people
who understand, protect, subdue, and manage the world that God has created
in order to preserve it and to produce bounty. Note that while God made the
world “perfect,” He left it “incomplete.” This means that while the world was
created to be without defect, God called humans to interact with creation, to
make possibilities into realities, and to be able to sustain ourselves via the fruits

of our stewardship.

The arrows pointing from human beings to the surrounding ovals in figure
2.1 highlight that these foundational relationships are the building blocks for
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all of life. The way that humans create culture—including economic, social,
political, and religious systems—reflect our basic commitments to God, self,
others, and the rest of creation. For example, because William Wilberforce
viewed “others” as being created in the image of God, he devoted his life as a
politician to banning the slave trade in England at the start of the nineteenth
century. Wilberforce shaped the political system in a way that reflected his fun-
damental commitment to love other human beings, including Africans. And
the same is true of all other aspects of culture. The systems that humans create,
including both formal institutions (governments, schools, businesses, church-
es, etc.) and cultural norms (gender roles, attitudes toward time and work,
understandings of authority, etc.), reflect the nature of our foundational
relationships to God, self, others, and the rest of creation.

But culture reflects more than just the expression of human effort. Con-
sider again Colossians 1:16-17: “For by him [Jesus] all things were created;
things in heaven and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or pow-
ers or rulers or authorities; all things were created by him and for him. He is
before all things, and in him all things hold together” (italics added). Note
in this passage that Christ is the Creator and Sustainer of more than just the
material world. His creative and sustaining hand extends to “all things.” This
sustenance is continuing, even in a fallen world. Hence, Christ is actively en-
gaged in sustaining the economic, social, political, and religious systems in
which humans live. There is certainly real mystery here, but the central point
of Scripture is clear: as humans engage in cultural activity, they are unpacking
a creation that Christ created, sustains, and as we shall see later, redeems.

As figure 2.1 illustrates, the arrows connecting the individual to the systems
point both ways. People affect systems, and systems affect people. For example, much
of our lives are spent working in organizations that play a huge role in shap-
ing our self-images, our relationships to coworkers, the means by which we
steward creation, and the setting in which we respond to God and in which He
responds to us. And these organizations operate in the context of local, national,
and global systems characterized by rapid flows of information, capital, and
technology, which greatly impact the scope and nature of their operations.

More than ever before, the organizations in which we work are shaped
by events on the other side of the world. For example, as China’s economic
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policies emerge, the entire global economy is affected. Hence, the context in
which we relate to God, self, others, and the rest of creation is influenced by

actions of the Chinese government!

What’s This Stuff Good for Anyway?
The importance of the doctrine of creation will become more evident as the
book proceeds, butlet’slook at a few implications right away:

» Thefourkeyrelationships highlight the fact thathuman beingsare multi-
faceted, implying that poverty-alleviation efforts should be multifaceted as
well. If we reduce human beings to being simply physical—as Western thought
is prone to do—our poverty-alleviation efforts will tend to focus on material
solutions. But if we remember that humans are spiritual, social, psychologi-
cal, and physical beings, our poverty-alleviation efforts will be more holistic in
their design and execution.

« Dirt matters, as do giraffes, wells, families, schools, music, crops, govern-
ments, and businesses. We must engage with the entire creation, including
culture, for our Creator is deeply engaged with it.

« Our basic predisposition toward poor communities—including their
people, organizations, institutions, and culture—should include the notion
that they are part of the good world that Christ created and is sustaining. They
are not just filth and rubble. (If you are wondering about the effects of sin,
hang on until the next section.)

« We are not bringing Christ to poor communities. He has been active
in these communities since the creation of the world, sustaining them “by
his powerful word” (Heb. 1:3). Hence, a significant part of working in poor
communities involves discovering and appreciating what God has been doing
there for a long time! This should give us a sense of humility and awe as we
enter poor communities, for part of what we see there reflects the very hand
of God. Of course, the residents of these communities may not recognize that
God has been at work. In fact, they might not even know who God is. So part of
our task may include introducing the community to who God is and to help-
ing them to appreciate all that He has been doing for them since the creation
of the world. We will return to this issue in chapter 6.
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WHEN HELPING HURTS

The Fall Really Happened
Of course, the grand story of Scripture does not end with creation. Adam and
Eve disobeyed God, and their hearts were darkened. The Genesis account
records that all four of Adam and Eve’s relationships immediately became
distorted: their relationship with God was damaged, as their intimacy with Him
was replaced with fear; their relationship with self was marred, as Adam and Eve
developed a sense of shame; their relationship with others was broken, as Adam
quickly blamed Eve for their sin; and their relationship with the rest of creation
became distorted, as God cursed the ground and the childbearing process.
Furthermore, as figure 2.2 illustrates, because the four relationships are
the building blocks for all human activity, the effects of the fall are manifest-
ed in the economic, social, religious, and political systems that humans have
created throughout history. For example, not loving “others” as they should
have, politicians have passed laws institutionalizing slavery and racial discrimi-
nation. And not caring for “the rest of creation,” at times shareholders have
allowed their companies to pollute the environment. The systems are broken,
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FIGURE 2.2

Adapted from Bryant L. Myers, Walking with the Poor: Principles and Practices of Transformational Development
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1999), 27.




What's the Problem?

reflecting humans’ broken relationships. Moreover, in addition to sinful hu-
man natures and behaviors, Satan and his legions are at work, wreaking havoc
in both the individuals and systems.

These considerations lead to Myers’s description of the fundamental na-

ture of poverty:"

Poverty is the result of relationships that do not work, that are
not just, that are not for life, that are not harmonious or enjoyable.
Poverty is the absence of shalom in all its meanings. a |
Although Myers’s definition correctly points to the all-encompassing effects

of the fall, it is important to remember that neither humans nor the systems
they create are as bad as they could possibly be. Christ continues to “hold all
things together” and to “sustain all things by his powerful word.” Hence, while
the good creation—including both individuals and the systems they create—
is deeply distorted, it retains some of its inherent goodness. Flowers are still
pretty. A baby’s smile brings joy to all who see it. People are often kind to one
another. Governments build roads that enable us to get around better. Com-
panies often pay their workers decent wages. And both poor individuals and

communities continue to exhibit God-given gifts and assets.

WHO ARE THE POOR?

Stop and think: If poverty is rooted in the brokenness of the foundational
relationships, then who are the poor?

Due to the comprehensive nature of the fall, every human being is poor in
the sense of not experiencing these four relationships in the way that God in-
tended. As figure 2.2 illustrates, every human being is suffering from a poverty
of spiritual intimacy, a poverty of being, a poverty of community, and a poverty
of stewardship. We are all simply incapable of being what God created us to be
and are unable to experience the fullness of joy that God designed for these
relationships. Every minute since the fall, each human being is the proverbial
“square peg in a round hole.” We don’t fit right because we were shaped for
something else.

For some people the brokenness in these foundational relationships re-
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sults in material poverty, that is their not having sufficient money to provide
for the basic physical needs of themselves and their families. For example,
consider Mary, who lives in a slum in western Kenya. As a female in a male-
dominated society, Mary has been subjected to polygamy, to regular physical
and verbal abuse from her husband, to fewer years of schooling than males,
and to an entire cultural system that tells her that she is inferior. As a result,
Mary has a poverty of being and lacks the confidence to look fora job, leading
her into material poverty.

Desperate, Mary decides to be self-employed, but needs a loan to get her
business started. Unfortunately, her poverty of community rears its ugly head,
as the local loan shark exploits Mary, demanding an interest rate of 300 per-
centon her loan of twenty-five dollars, contributing to Mary’s material poverty.
Having no other options, Mary borrows from the loan shark and starts a busi-
ness of selling homemade charcoal in the local market, along with hundreds of
others just like her. The market is glutted with charcoal sellers, which keeps the
prices very low. Butit never even occurs to Mary tosell something else, because
she does not understand that she has been given the creativity and capacity
to have dominion over creation. In other words, her poverty of stewardship
locks her into an unprofitable business, further contributing to her mate-
rial poverty. Frustrated by her entire situation, Mary goes to the traditional
healer (witch doctor) for help, a manifestation of her poverty of spiritual int-
macy with the true God. The healer tells Mary that her difficult life is a result
of angry ancestral spirits that need to be appeased through the sacrificing of
a bull, a sacrifice that costs Mary a substantial amount of money and further
contributes to her material poverty. Mary is suffering from not having suffi-
cient income, but her problems cannot be solved by giving her more money
or other material resources, for such things are insufficient to heal the bro-
kenness of her four foundational relationships.

Mary’s brokenness manifested itself in material poverty, but for other peo-
ple the effects of these broken relationships are manifested in different ways.
For example, for most of my life I have struggled with workaholic tenden-
cies, reflecting a poverty of stewardship, a broken relationship with the rest of
creation. Instead of seeing work as simply one of the arenas in which Tam to
glorify God, there are times in which I have made my work my god and have
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tried to find all of my meaning, purpose, and worth through being productive.
This is not how God designed humans’ relationship with the rest of creation to
be. Of course, I am unlikely to experience material poverty, as my high level of
productivity will usually put food on my table; however, at times my poverty of
stewardship has had serious consequences, including strained relationships
with family and friends, physical and emotional ailments resulting from stress,
and spiritual weakness from inadequate time for a meaningful devotional life.

The fall really happened, and it is wreaking havoc in all of our lives. We are
all broken, just in different ways.

WHEN HELPING HURTS

One of the major premises of this book is that until we embrace our mutual
brokenness, our work with low-income people is likely to do far more harm than good. As
discussed earlier, research from around the world has found that shame—a
“poverty of being”—is a major part of the brokenness that low-income people
experience in their relationship with themselves. Instead of seeing themselves
as being created in the image of God, low-income people often feel they are
inferior to others. This can paralyze the poor from taking initiative and from
seizing opportunities to improve their situation, thereby locking them into
material poverty.

At the same time, the economically rich—including most of the readers
of this book—also suffer from a poverty of being. In particular, development
practitioner Jayakumar Christian argues that the economically rich often have
“god-complexes,” a subtle and unconscious sense of superiority in which they
believe that they have achieved their wealth through their own efforts and that
they have been anointed to decide what is best for low-income people, whom
they view as inferior to themselves.'®

Few of us are conscious of having a god-complex, which is part of the prob-
lem. We are often deceived by Satan and by our sinful natures. For example,
consider this: why do you want to help the poor? Really think about it. What
truly motivates you? Do you really love poor people and want to serve them?
Or do you have other motives? I confess to you that part of what motivates me
to help the poor is my felt need to accomplish something worthwhile with my
life, to be a person of significance, to feel like I have pursued a noble cause . ..

61

h——A
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to be a bit like God. It makes me feel good to use my training in economics to
“save” poor people. And in the process, I sometimes unintentionally reduce
poor people to objects that I use to fulfill my own need to accomplish some-
thing. Itis a very ugly truth, and it pains me to admit it, but “when I want to do
good, evil is right there with me” (Rom. 7:21).

And now we have come to a very central point: one of the biggest problems in
many poverty-alleviation efforts is that their design and implementation exacerbades the
poverty of being of the economically rich—their god-complexes—and the poverty of being
of the economically poor—their feelings of inferiority and shame. The way that we act
toward the economically poor often communicates—albeit unintentionally—
that we are superior and they are inferior. In the process we hurt the poor
and ourselves. And here is the clincher: this dynamic is likely to be particularly
strong whenever middle-to-upper-class, North American Christians try to help
the poor, given these Christians’ tendency toward a Western, materialistic per-
spective of the nature of poverty.

This point can be illustrated with the story of Creekside Community
Church, a predominantly Caucasian congregation made up of young ur-
ban professionals in the downtown area of an American city. Being in the
Christmas spirit, Creekside Community Church decided to reach out to the
African-American residents of a nearby housing project, which was charac-
terized by high rates of unemployment, domestic violence, drug and alcohol
abuse, and teenage pregnancy. A number of the members of Creekside ex-
pressed some disdain for the project residents, and all of the members were
fearful of venturing inside. But Pastor Johnson insisted that Jesus cared for the
residents of this housing project and that Christmas was the perfect time to
show His compassion.

But what could they do to help? Believing that poverty is primarily a lack
of material resources—the last row in table 2.1—the members of Creekside
Community Church decided to address this poverty by buying Christmas pres-
ents for the children in the housing project. Church members went door to

door, singing Christmas carols and delivering wrapped toys to the children in
each apartment. Although it was awkward at first, the members of Creekside
were moved by the big smiles on the children’s faces and were encouraged
by the warm reception of the mothers. In fact, the congregation felt so good
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about the joy they had brought that they decided to expand this ministry, de-
livering baskets of candy at Easter and turkeys at Thanksgiving.

Unfortunately, after several years, Pastor Johnson noticed that he was strug-
gling to find enough volunteers to deliver the gifts to the housing project. At
the congregational meeting, he asked the members why their enthusiasm was
waning, but it was difficult to get a clear answer. Finally, one member spoke up:
“Pastor, we are tired of trying to help these people out. We have been bringing
them things for several years now, but their situation never improves. They just
sit there in the same situation year in and year out. Have you ever noticed that
there are no men in the apartments when we deliver the toys? The residents
are all unwed mothers who just keep having babies in order to collect bigger
and bigger welfare checks. They don’t deserve our help.”

In reality, there was a different reason that there were few men in the
apartments when the toys were delivered. Oftentimes, when the fathers of
the children heard the Christmas carols outside their front doors and saw the
presents for their kids through the peepholes, they were embarrassed and ran
out the back doors of their apartments. For a host of reasons, low-income Af-
rican-American males sometimes struggle to find and keep jobs. This often
contributes to a deep sense of shame and inadequacy, both of which make it
even more difficult to apply for jobs. The last thing these fathers needed was
a group of middle-to-upper-class Caucasians providing Christmas presents for
their children, presents that they themselves could not afford to buy. In trying
to alleviate material poverty through the giving of these presents, Creekside
Community Church increased these fathers’ poverty of being. Ironically, this
likely made the fathers even less able to apply for a job, thereby exacerbating
the very material poverty that Creekside was trying to solve!

In addition to hurting the residents of the housing project, the members
of Creekside Community Church hurt themselves. At first the members de-
veloped a subtle sense of pride that they were helping the project residents
through their acts of kindness. Later, when they observed the residents’ fail-
ure to improve their situations, the members’ disdain for them increased.
What is often called “compassion fatigue” then set in as the members became
less willing to help the low-income residents. As a result, the poverty of being
increased for the church members. Furthermore, the poverty of community
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increased for everyone involved, as the gulf between the church members and
the housing project residents actually increased as a result of this project.

Our efforts to help the poor can hurt both them and ourselves. In fact, as this story
illustrates, very often the North American church finds itself locked into the

following equation:

Material God-complexes Feelings of Harmto Both
Definition +  ofMaterially -+ Inferiorityof = Materially Poor
of Poverty Non-Poor Materially Poor and Non-Poor

What can be done to break out of this equation? Changing the first term in
this equation requires a revised understanding of the nature of poverty. North
American Christians need to overcome the materialism of Western culture
and see poverty in more relational terms. Changing the second term in this
equation requires ongoing repentance. It requires North American Chris-
tians to understand our brokenness and to embrace the message of the cross
in deep and profound ways, saying to ourselves every day: “I am not okay; and
you are not okay; but Jesus can fix us both.” And as we do this, God can use us to
change the third term in this equation. By showing low-income people through
our words, our actions, and most importantly our ears that they are people with
unique gifts and abilities, we can be part of helping them to recover their sense

of dignity, even as we recover from our sense of pride.

Repenting of the Health-and-Wealth Gospel
One Sunday I was walking with a staff member through one of Africa’s larg-
est slums, the massive Kibera slum of Nairobi, Kenya. The conditions were
simply inhumane. People lived in shacks constructed out of cardboard
boxes. Foul smells gushed out of open ditches carrying human and animal
excrement. I had a hard time keeping my balance as I continually slipped
on oozy brown substances that I hoped were mud but feared were some-
thing else. Children picked through garbage dumps looking for anything
of value. As we walked deeper and deeper into the slum, my sense of de-
spair increased. This place is completely God-forsaken, I thought to myself.
Then to my amazement, right there among the dung, I heard the sound
of a familiar hymn. There must be Western missionaries conducting an open-air ser-
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vice in here, I thought to myself. As we turned the corner, my eyes landed on
the shack from which the music bellowed. Every Sunday, thirty slum dwellers
crammed into this ten-by-twenty foot “sanctuary” to worship the God of Abra-
ham, Isaac, and Jacob. The church was made out of cardboard boxes that had
been opened up and stapled to studs. It wasn’t pretty, but it was a church, a
church made up of some of the poorest people on earth.

When we arrived at the church, I was immediately asked to preach the
sermon. As a good Presbyterian, I quickly jotted down some notes about the
sovereignty of God and was looking forward to teaching this congregation the
historic doctrines of the Reformation. But before the sermon began, the ser-
vice included a time of sharing and prayer. I listened as some of the poorest
people on the planet cried out to God: “Jehovah Jireh, please heal my son, as
he is going blind.” “Merciful Lord, please protect me when I go home today,
for my husband always beats me.” “Sovereign King, please provide my children
with enough food today, as they are hungry.”

AsIlistened to these people praying to be able to live another day, I thought
about my ample salary, my life insurance policy, my health insurance policy, my
two cars, my house, etc. I realized that I do not really trust in God’s sovereignty
on a daily basis, as I have sufficient buffers in place to shield me from most eco-
nomic shocks. I realized that when these folks pray the fourth petition of the
Lord’s prayer—Give us this day our daily bread—their minds do not wander as
mine so often does. I realized that while I have sufficient education and train-
ing to deliver a sermon on God’s sovereignty with no forewarning, these slum
dwellers were trusting in God’s sovereignty just to get them through the day.
And I realized that these people had a far deeper intimacy with God than I
probably will ever have in my entire life.

* ¥ ¥

Surprisingly, as this story illustrates, for many of us North Americans the
first step in overcoming our god-complexes is to repent of the health-and-
wealth gospel. At its core, the health-and-wealth gospel teaches that God
rewards increasing levels of faith with greater amounts of wealth. When stat-
ed this way, the health-and-wealth gospel is easy to reject on a host of biblical
grounds. Take the case of the apostle Paul, for example. He had enormous faith
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and lived a godly life, but he was shipwrecked, beaten, stoned, naked, and poor.

Think about it. If anybody dares suggest to me that the poor are poor
because they are less spiritual than the rest of us—which is what the health-
and- wealth gospel teaches—I am quick to rebuke them. I immediately point
out that the poor could be poor due to injustices committed against them. Yet,
all of this notwithstanding, I was still amazed to see people in this Kenyan slum
who were simultaneously so spiritually strong and so devastatingly poor. Right
down there in the bowels of hell was this Kenyan church, filled with spiritual
giants who were struggling just to eat every day. This shocked me. Atsome level
I had implicitly assumed that my economic superiority goes hand in hand
with my spiritual superiority. This is none other than the lie of the health-and-
wealth gospel: spiritual maturity leads to financial prosperity.

The health-and-wealth gospel is just one aspect of my “god-complex,” for
there are all sorts of areas in which I need to embrace the message of the cross:
“I stink, but God loves me anyway!” And without such repentance, my own
arrogance is likely to increase the poverty of the materially poor people I en-
counter by confirming their feelings of shame and inferiority.

That day in the Kibera slum, God used the materially poor, people more
visibly broken than I, to teach me about my own brokenness. They blessed me,

even while I was trying to bless them.

One of These Things Is Not Like the Other

Although all human beings are poor in the sense that all are suffering from
the effects of the fall on the four foundational relationships, it is not legitimate
to conclude that there is nothing uniquely devastating about material poverty.
Low-income people daily face a struggle to survive that creates feelings of help-
lessness, anxiety, suffocation, and desperation that are simply unparalleled in
the lives of the rest of humanity.

Development expert Robert Chambers argues that the materially poor are
trapped by multiple, interconnected factors—insufficient assets, vulnerability,
powerlessness, isolation, and physical weakness—that ensnare them like bugs
caughtin a spider’s web.'” Imagine being caught in such a web. Every time you
try to move, you just get more hung up on another strand. You think to your-
self, Maybe this time will be different, so you try to make a change in your life. But
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immediately you find yourself even more entangled than before. After a while
you come to believe that it is better to just lie still. This is miserable, but any
further movement only brings even greater misery. You hate your situation,
but you have no choice.

Most of the readers of this book do not lead this type of life. We believe that
we have choices and that we can make changes, and in our situations, this is a
correct assumption. According to Nobel Laureate Amartya Sen, it is this lack
of freedom to be able to make meaningful choices—to have an ability to affect
one’s situation—that is the distinguishing feature of poverty.'®

Similarly, while “material poverty” is rooted in the brokenness of the four
foundational relationships—a brokenness we all experience in different
ways—this does not mean that there is nothing unique about “the poor” in
Scripture. Although there are places in the Bible in which the term “poor” is
used generically to describe the general plight of humanity, there are a host
of texts (see chapter 1) in which the term is referring very specifically to those
who are economically destitute. We cannot let ourselves off the hook by saying
to ourselves, “I am fulfilling the Bible’s commands to help the poor by loving
the wealthy lady next door with the troubled marriage.” Yes, this lady is experi-
encing a “poverty of community,” and it is good to help her. But this is not the
type of person referred to in such passages as 1 John 3:17.

The economically poor are singled out in Scripture as being in a particu-
larly desperate category and as needing very specific attention (Acts 6:1-7).
The fact that all of humanity has some things in common with the materially
poor does not negate their unique and overwhelming suffering nor the spe-
cial place that they have in God’s heart, as emphasized throughout the Old
and New Testaments.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

Please write responses to the following:

1. Reflect on your relationships with God, self, others, and the rest of creation.
List specific things that you would like to see improved in your four key rela-

tionships.
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2. Read Romans 5:6-11. To what extent do you embrace the message of the
cross: God Almighty died for you while you were still His “enemy”? How wor-
thy are you of God’s love expressed through Jesus Christ?

3. In what ways do you suffer from a “god-complex,” the belief that you are su-
perior to others and are well-positioned to determine what is best for them?

If you have this problem, what specific steps can you take to change this?
4. What really motivates you to want to help materially poor people?

5. Think about the approach of your church or your ministry to materially

poor people. Is there any evidence of a god-complex?

6. Think back to a situation in which you have tried to minister to others. In
what ways did your approach help both you and them to overcome a poverty
of spiritual intimacy, a poverty of being, a poverty of community, and a pov-
erty of stewardship? In what ways did your approach actually contribute to

greater “poverty” in the four relationships for both you and them?

7. Now answer question 6 for your church by reflecting on the type of minis-
tries that your church pursues and the manner in which it pursues them.

8. Think back to your answers to the question at the start of this chapter: What
is poverty? Compare your answers to the answers that the poor themselves

give. What differences do you see?

9. Do you have a “material definition of poverty™? If so, how has this influenced
the way that you have approached ministry to the poor? What harm might

this have done?

10. Are you or your church locked into the equation mentioned in this chap-
ter (see p. 64)? If so, what steps can you take to break out of it?
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GENERAL PRINCIPLES
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voTALL POVERTY

IS CREATED EQUAL

You turn on the evening news and see that a tsunami has devastated In-
donesia, leaving millions without food, adequate clothing, or shelter.
Following a commercial break, the news returns and features a story about the
growing number of homeless men in your city, who are also without food, ade-
quate clothing, or shelter. At first glance the appropriate responses to each of
these crises might seem to be very similar. The people in both situations need
food, clothing, and housing, and providing these things to both groups seems
to be the obvious solution. But there is something nagging in us as we reflect
on these two news stories. Deep down it seems like the people in these two cri-
ses are in very different situations and require different types of help.

How should we think about these scenarios? Are there principles to guide

us to the appropriate response in each case?

PICK A NUMBER BETWEEN 1 AND 3
A helpful first step in thinking about working with the poor in any context
is to discern whether the situation calls for relief, rehabilitation, or develop-
ment. In fact, the failure to distinguish among these situations is one of the
most common reasons that poverty-alleviation efforts often do harm.
“Relief” can be defined as the urgent and temporary provision of emergency
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aid to reduce immediate suffering from a natural or man-made crisis. As pic-
tured in figure 4.1, when a crisis such as the Indonesian tsunami strikes at
point 1, people are nearly or even completely helpless and experience plum-
meting economic conditions. There is a need to halt the free fall, to “stop the
bleeding,” and this is what relief attempts to do. The key feature of relief is a
provider-receiver dynamic in which the provider gives assistance—often mate-
rial—to the receiver, who is largely incapable of helping himself at that time.
The Good Samaritan’s bandaging of the helpless man who lay bleeding along
the roadside is an excellent example of relief applied appropriately.

FIGURE 4.1

“Rehabilitation” begins as soon as the bleeding stops; it seeks to restore
people and their communities to the positive elements of their precrisis con-
ditions. The key feature of rehabilitation is a dynamic of working with the
tsunami victims as they participate in their own recovery, moving from point 2
to point 3.

“Development” is a process of ongoing change that moves all the people
involved—both the “helpers” and the “helped”—closer to being in right re-
lationship with God, self, others, and the rest of creation. In particular, as the
materially poor develop, they are better able to fulfill their calling of glorifying
God by working and supporting themselves and their families with the fruits
of that work. Development is not done to people or for people but with peo-
ple. The key dynamic in development is promoting an empowering process in
which all the people involved—both the “helpers” and the “helped”—become
more of what God created them to be, moving beyond point 3 to levels of rec-
onciliation that they have not experienced before.
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It is absolutely crucial that we determine whether relief, rehabilitation, or
development is the appropriate intervention:

One of the biggest mistakes that North American churches make— E !
by far—is in applying relief in situations in which rehabilitationor
development is the appropriate intervention. |

The Good Samaritan’s handouts were appropriate for the person at point
1, a victim who needed material assistance to stop the bleeding and even pre-
vent death; however, the person at point 3 is not facing an emergency, and
handouts of material assistance to such people do not help to restore them to
being the productive stewards that they were created to be. In fact, aswe saw in
chapter 2, applying a material solution to the person at point 3, whose under-
lying problem—like ours—is relational, is likely to do harm to this person and
to the provider of the material assistance, exacerbating the brokenness in the
four key relationships for both of them.

The remainder of this chapter uses the relief-rehabilitation-development
paradigm to flesh out some principles as we seek the goal of poverty allevia-
tion—low-income people and ourselves increasingly glorifying God through
reconciling relationships with God, self, others, and the rest of creation.

Who’s #1?

Many of the people coming to your church for help will state that they are in
a crisis, needing emergency financial help for utility bills, rent, food, or trans-
portation. In other words, they will state that they are at point 1 in figure 4.1. Is
relief the appropriate intervention for such a person? Maybe, but maybe not.
There are several things to consider.

First, is there really a crisis at hand? If you fail to provide immediate help,
will there really be serious, negative consequences? If not, then relief is not
the appropriate intervention, for there is time for the person to take actions
on his own behalf.

Second, to what degree was the individual personally responsible for the
crisis? Of course, compassion and understanding are in order here, especially
when one remembers the systemic factors that can play a role in poverty. But
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it is still important to consider the person’s own culpability in the situation,
as allowing people to feel some of the pain resulting from any irresponsible
behavior on their part can be part of the “tough love” needed to facilitate the
reconciliation of poverty alleviation. The point is not to punish the person for
any mistakes or sins he has committed but to ensure that the appropriate les-
sons are being learned in the situation.

Third, can the person help himself? If so, then a pure handout is almost
never appropriate, as it undermines the person’s capacity to be a steward of
his own resources and abilities.

Fourth, to what extent has this person already been receiving relief from
you or others in the past? How likely is he to be receiving such help in the
future? As special as your church is, it might not be the first stop on the train!
This person may be obtaining “emergency” assistance from one church or
organization after another, so that your “just-this-one-time gift” might be the
tenth such gift the person has recently received.

My family experienced this situation two months ago when a young wom-
an knocked on the door of our house asking for some food. We complied, but
we later found out that she had received similar assistance from other mem-
bers of our community for many weeks, and we still see her going door-to-door
asking for food. When neighbors have sought to provide her with long-term
solutions, she has refused such help. The loving thing to do for this woman is
for the entire community to withhold further relief, to explain our reason for
doing so, and to offer her wide-open arms should she choose a path of walking
together with us in finding long-term solutions.

While many of these rules of thumb strike an intuitive chord when working
with the materially poor in North America, many of us ignore these principles
when working with the materially poor in the Majority World. Compared to
our own situation, the levels of poverty in the Majority World seem so devas-
tating, and the people seem so helpless. In such contexts, many of us are quick
to hand out money and other forms of relief assistance in ways that we would
never even consider when ministering to the poor in North America.

To illustrate, consider the savings and credit association affiliated with

Jehovah Jireh Church, a congregation located in a slum in Manila, the Phil-
ippines. Each of the members of this savings and credit association lives on
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approximately one to five dollars per day. Each member of the association de-
posits into the group just twenty cents per week, which the association uses
to make very small, interest-bearing loans to the members. In addition, each
member contributes five cents per week to the association’s emergency fund,
which can be used to provide relief to members facing an emergency crisis.

From a North American perspective, these people are extremely poor. In
this light, it is instructive to consider the policies that the savings and credit as-
sociation developed for its emergency fund. Money from the fund is lent—not
given—at a 0 percent interest rate to group members whose family members
get sick. No assistance is available for people who have had their electricity
or water cut off for not paying their utility bills. According to the group, such
a situation does not constitute an emergency, since electric and water bills
are regular household expenditures for which they should all be prepared.
The group will not even give emergency loans for hospitalization for giving
birth, because the family had nine months to prepare for the delivery of the
baby. Finally, the amount of the loan from the emergency fund is limited to
the amount of the savings contributions of the member getting the loan. The
members of this savings and credit association are tough cookies!

Now what happens when a North American church encounters the mem-
bers of Jehovah Jireh Church’s savings and credit association? We often project
our own ideas of what is an acceptable standard of living onto the situation
and are quick to take a relief approach, doling out money in ways that the local
people would consider unwise and dependence-creating. And in the process,
we can undermine local judgment, discipline, accountability, stewardship, sav-
ings, and institutions. In fact, research has shown that the injection of outside
funds into these savings and credit groups typically dooms them to collapse.’
The point here is not that the policies of Jehovah Jireh’s savings and credit as-
sociation are normative for all churches and all contexts. The point is that, in
deciding if relief is the appropriate intervention, we must be careful lest we
impose our own cultural assumptions into contexts that we do not understand
very well.

As discussed further in chapter 11, assessment tools can help you to discern
the nature of a person’s situation. These tools can range from an informal
set of questions used in an initial conversation to a more formal and detailed
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written form. Such assessment tools help to identify the type of assistance that
would be most beneficial and can also help to determine if the need for help
is real. Furthermore, these tools can reveal the willingness of the person to ad-
dress larger life issues that may have contributed to the present situation.

In particular, it is helpful for your church or ministry to have a set of be-
nevolence policies in place to guide decision making when working with
materially poor people. These policies should flow from your mission and vi-
sion and be consistent with a biblical perspective on the nature of poverty and
its alleviation.

Who is #1? It is unlikely that you know many people in this category, for
the reality is that only a small percentage of the poor in your community or
around the world require relief. These would include the severely disabled;
some of the elderly; very young, orphaned children; the mentally ill home-
less population; and victims of a natural disaster. People in these categories
are often unable to do anything to help themselves and need the handouts
of relief. However, for most people, the bleeding has stopped, and they are
not destitute. Acting as though they are destitute does more harm than good,
both to them and to ourselves. This does not mean that we should do nothing
to help those who are not destitute. It just means that rehabilitation or devel-
opment—not relief—is the appropriate way of helping such people. This help
could very well include providing them with financial assistance, but such as-
sistance would be conditional upon and supportive of their being productive.
Chapters 8 and 9 provide examples of interventions that do this by comple-
menting people’s work and thrift with additional resources.

How Do You Spell “Effective Relief”?

If you do determine that relief is the appropriate response in a given situa-
tion, there are some principles that can help to make your relief efforts more
effective.

First, relief needs to be immediate. If a person is in the midst of a crisis and
cannot help himself, a timely response is crucial. For example, when a large-
scale natural disaster hits, the victims cannot wait weeks while churches try to
think of what they should do and secure funding. What is true for large-scale
disasters is true for the battered woman who has bravely come to the church
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office seeking safe shelter. Sending her back home to wait while the church
tries to find her some alternative shelter is not a good relief response.

In order to provide timely relief, it is important to engage in disas-
ter preparedness. This simply means looking ahead and forecasting the
types of relief situations that the church or ministry may encounter. Finan-
cial, material, and human resources can be identified and secured to be
ready to be put into play at the right time. For example, the deacons can
ensure that the church either obtains or creates a directory of services that are
available in the community to address relief needs. The deacons can also line
up people within the congregation who would be ready to give of themselves
to help someone who is in the midst of a crisis. Such help could include open-
ing their home for a few nights, providing transportation to an agency, taking
a person out to eat, or working in the church’s clothing closet to ensure it is
well organized.

Second, relief is also temporary, provided only during the time that people
are unable to help themselves. Unfortunately, determining when to stop re-
lief is never easy. On the one hand, we can make the mistake of ending our
assistance too early. An uninsured family facing ongoing medical bills due to
a health emergency may need more than a single gift of one hundred dollars
from the church’s benevolence fund. On the other hand, if relief is given for
too long, it can do harm by creating dependence. Again, your church needs
to have benevolence policies in place that define the degree, frequency, and
length of relief efforts. While there may be occasions that call for working out-
side of these policies, having such policies can greatly aid in providing relief
appropriately.

How do you spell “effective relief”? S-e-l-d-o-m, I-m-m-e-d-i-a-t-e, and T-e-m-
p-o-T-a-ry.

Doing Relief and Rehabilitation, Developmentally

Once relief efforts have stopped the bleeding, it is time to move quickly into
rehabilitation, working with, not for, people to help them return to the positive
elements of their precrisis conditions. Again, rehabilitation must be done in a
way consistent with the long-run goal of poverty alleviation: low-income people
and ourselves increasingly glorifying God through reconciling relationships
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with God, self, others, and the rest of creation.

About twenty years ago, my wife and I helped to mobilize our church to
volunteer at a Christian homeless shelter. Most of the men living in the shelter
had experienced some sort of trauma such as a divorce, a death in the family,
or the loss of a job. Turning to drugs or alcohol to ease the pain, these men
had lost everything and needed emergency help to survive in the frigid condi-
tions of the Connecticut winter. By providing food and warm beds, the shelter
had stopped the downward plunge for these men and was now trying to help
them to rehabilitate through a range of counseling services.

Once a month the members of our church graciously bought food, pre-
pared a meal, served it to the shelter residents, and cleaned up afterward. We
did everything short of spoon-feeding the men, never asking them to lifta fin-
ger in the entire process. A more developmental approach would have sought
greater participation of these men in their own rehabilitation, asking them to
exercise stewardship as part of the process of beginning to reconcile their key
relationships. We could have involved the men every step along the way, from
planning the meal, to shopping for the food, to helping with serving and clean-
up. We could have done supper with the men, working and eating side by side,
rather than giving supper fothe men, engaging in a provider-recipient dynamic
that likely confirmed our sense of superiority and their sense of inferiority.

Doing rehabilitation and even relief using a more developmental ap-
proach is now considered the “best practice” in the field. For example, the
Minimum Standards of Disaster and Rehabilitation Assistance includes the follow-
ing guidelines, to which we’ve added some comments.?

« Ensure participation of the affected population in the assessment, design,
implementation, monitoring, and evaluation of the assistance program. This is the
equivalent of saying that the men in the homeless shelter need to be involved
in every aspect of not just preparing supper, but in the design, implementa-
tion, and evaluation of the entire homeless shelter’s programs! Does this
sound crazy? Clearly, judgment is necessary to determine the capacity of the
target population to make wise decisions and to shoulder responsibilities. But
it is important to work from a perspective that we are all created in the image
of God, that we are all broken, and that we all can experience Christ’s rec-
onciliation. As much as possible, we need to treat people as the responsible
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stewards that we want them to be, even asking their opinions once in a while!
Homeless men might actually know something about, well, being homeless.

« Conduct an initial assessment to provide an understanding of the disaster situ-
ation and to determine the nature of the response. This is a little different from
loading up a truck of volunteers from your church and running down to New
Orleans the day after the levies break. It requires you to know the local context
and situation or to be working under the auspices and coordination of those
who do.

« Respond when needs of an affected population are unmet by local people
or organizations due to their inability or unwillingness to help. Note how cau-
tious this approach is. If local people and organizations are able and willing
10 help those in the crisis, then stay away! The local people will typically
have a better understanding of the best way to get the job done. Moreover,
the entire goal of development work is for local people to take charge of
their individual lives and communities. Rushing in with all sorts of outside
knowledge and resources can undermine the four key relationships in that
community, one of which is being a steward of “the rest of creation.” If they
need help, give it; but if they do not, your giving may do harm.

From a biblical perspective, we need to qualify this “best practice” guide-
line a bit. Whenever possible, the first responders to a crisis should be the
victims’ family members, whether those family members are geographically
local or not (1 Tim. 5:3-4). However, in many relief situations there is not suf-
ficient time to involve the family members, particularly if they live far away
from the crisis. In such situations, the geographically local people should be-
come the first responders.

« Target assistance based on vulnerability and need, and provide it equitably
and impartially. Note the concern here with precision, making sure that the
people who get the assistance are truly vulnerable and needy. Flinging re-
sources around undermines the development of individual and communal
stewardship, responsibility, and capacity. The women in the savings and credit
association of Jehovah Jireh Church understood this quite well.

« Aid workers must possess appropriate qualifications, attitudes, and experience
to plan and effectively implement appropriate assistance programs. Note the concern
here is with both ability and attitude. There are complex disaster situations in
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which untrained volunteers are more of a hindrance than a help, particularly
when they are not working under the auspices of an experienced organiza-
tion. Again, jumping in a truck and heading down to New Orleans during a
major disaster might do more harm than good. And an attitude of humility
and brokenness is everything. The provider-receiver dynamic in the relief sit-
uation lends itself to all of the problems we have discussed concerning the
god-complexes of the providers interacting with the recipients’ feeling of in-
feriority. And the dangers are even greater in rehabilitation contexts in which
the recipients have the capacity to participate in their own recovery. In such
settings, top-down, “l-am-here-to-save-you” attitudes can seriously undermine
the development of the recipients’ initiative and stewardship.

Bad Relief Undermines Worship

The sprawling Kibera slum of Nairobi, Kenya, is believed to be the largest slum
in Africa. Development workers commonly refer to Kibera as “scorched earth,”
because decades of well-meaning outside organizations have made it nearly im-
possible to do long-lasting development work there. Failing to recognize that
the appropriate intervention in Kibera is neither relief nor rehabilitation, out-
side organizations have poured in financial and human resources, crippling
local initiative in the process. Alvin Mbola, a Kenyan community development
worker who tries to build up the indigenous churches in Kibera, describes the

situation as follows:

To many people, the Kibera slum in Nairobi, Kenya is a place with no equals.
It is filthy, congested, degraded, and unfit for human habitation. Like the
proverbial scriptural reference to the birthplace of Jesus Christ, many peo-
ple believe that “nothing good can come out of Kibera.” Therefore, most
remedies directed toward Kibera are motivated by the sympathy of outsid-
ers, who often give handouts in an attempt to cushion the residents against
their perceived, gigantic problems.

In reality, many of the problems of Kibera stem from chronic issues that
can only be solved through a consistent and long-term relationship between
the change agent and the residents. Changes within individuals and commu-
nities are not instantaneous; long-term relationships are needed to bring out
the best of “what is” and of “what could be.” The people in Kibera have capaci-
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ties, skills, and resources that need to be tapped if genuine development is to
be realized, but the process of identifying and mobilizing these gifts and as-
sets takes time. Unfortunately, for many years nongovernment organizations
working in Kibera have tended to operate on the basis of “quick fixes.” Frus-
trations set in because changes in individuals are not forthcoming as quickly
as anticipated. Many of these organizations then either close down or move to
other parts of the country, leaving people in a worse situation than they were
before. In the process, individual and community lives have been devastated.
[t appears that many donors are willing to give to any venture as long as they
see pictures of “dilapidated” Kibera. . ..

Of course, there are some occasions in which there is a need for relief work
in Kibera. For example, often times there are fire breakouts where houses and
business premises are gutted down. It might be necessary to bring in outside
resources to provide reliefand to rehabilitate these homes and businesses. But
even in these situations, caution should be taken so that the relief efforts are
not prolonged to the point in which they undermine local people’s steward-
ship of their own lives and communities.

The rootissue in all of these considerations is that God, who is a worker,
ordained work so that humans could worship Him through their work. Relief
efforts applied inappropriately often cause the beneficiaries to abstain from
work, thereby limiting their relationship with God through distorted worship

or through no worship atall.?

THE POISON OF PATERNALISM
Are you feeling overwhelmed yet? Poverty alleviation is more complex

than it appears at first glance. However, there is a good rule of thumb that is ex-

g
Avoid Paternalism. i t
Do not do things for people that they can do for themselves. 1 |
|
H

tremely useful in cutting through a lot of the complexity: Avoid Paternalism.*

Memorize this, recite it under your breath all day long, and wear it like
a garland around your neck. Every time you are engaged in poverty-allevi-
ation ministry, keep this at the forefront of your mind, for it can keep you
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from doing all sorts of harm.
Paternalism comes in a variety of forms:

Resource Paternalism

Resource paternalism has been discussed in this book at some length already.
Being from a materialistic culture, North Americans often view the solution
to poverty in material terms and tend to pour financial and other material re-
sources into situations in which the real need is for the local people to steward
their own resources. In addition, legitimate local businesses can be under-
mined when outsiders bring in such things as free clothes or building supplies,
undercutting the price that these local businesses need to survive.

Spiritual Paternalism

Spiritual paternalism has also been discussed earlier. Many of us assume that
we have a lot to teach the materially poor about God and that we should be the
ones preaching from the pulpit, teaching the Sunday school class, or leading
the vacation Bible school. We do have much to share out of our knowledge
and experiences, but oftentimes the materially poor have an even deeper walk
with God and have insights and experiences that they can share with us, if we
would just stop talking and listen.

Knowledge Paternalism

Knowledge paternalism occurs when we assume that we have all the best ideas
about how to do things. As a result, the materially poor need us to think for
them concerning the best way to plant crops, to operate their businesses, or to
cure diseases. Handling knowledge is a very tricky area in poverty alleviation,
because the truth is that we often do have knowledge that can help the mate-
rially poor. But we must recognize that the materially poor also have unique
insights into their own cultural contexts and are facing circumstances that we
do not understand very well.

For example, during the first several decades after World War II, the lead-
ing Western economists and agriculturalists concluded that peasant farmers
in the Majority World were irrational and culturally backward because the
farmers failed to adopt new varieties of crops that had higher average yields.
Subsequent research discovered that the farmers were, indeed, acting very
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rationally. While the new crop varieties had higher average yields, these new
crops also had much greater variation in their yields from year to year than the
farmers’ traditional varieties. For farmers living in highly vulnerable situations
in which a bad crop could result in starvation for their children, it was better to
choose the low-risk-low-return traditional varieties than the high-risk-high-re-
turn new varieties, particularly in a setting in which landlords and loan sharks
tended to reap the majority of any increase in profits.” The failure of the out-
side “experts” to understand the realities of life on the ground led them to give
life-threatening advice to the materially poor and then to demean the poor
when they failed to listen to this “expert” advice.

All of us need to remember that the materially poor really are created in
the image of God and have the ability to think and to understand the world
around them. They actually know something about their situation, and we
need to listen to them! This does not need to degenerate into some sort of
new-age, “the-truth-is-within-you” quagmire. Like all of us, the materially poor
are often wrong about how the world works and can benefit from the knowl-
edge of others. In fact, a key trigger point for change in a community is often
being exposed to a new way of understanding or of doing something. But it is
reflective of a god-complex to assume that we have all the knowledge and that
we always know what is best.

Knowledge paternalism may be a particular temptation for Christian busi-
nesspeople from North America, many of whom are showing considerable
passion for using their God-given abilities to train low-income entrepreneurs
in the Majority World. This passion is a wonderful development and has enor-
mous potential to advance Christ’s kingdom around the world. But the fact
that a person successfully operates a software company in Boston does not
ensure that this person has the best business advice for a highly vulnerable cas-
sava farmer living on one dollar per day in the semi-feudal institutional setting
of rural Guatemala. Humility, caution, and an open ear are in order.

Similarly, pastors of middle-to-upper-class North American churches
may be susceptible to knowledge paternalism, making the mistake of thinking
that their own ministry styles are normative for all cultural settings. Churches
of different socioeconomic classes even within North America differ dramati-
cally in terms of the ways that they handle money, prayer, sermons, staffing,
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music, membership, counseling, etc. For example, in a lower-class church,
prayers tend to be participatory, with individual members praying for God
to heal specific problems that they are having. In contrast, in middle-class
churches the pastor tends to offer the prayers, asking God more generally to
“help those who are sick.” Finally, in wealthy churches, prayers are often done
through highly stylized liturgy.®

Wherever the Bible speaks specifically about church life, it must be heeded.
But where the Bible is silent, North American pastors must be careful not to im-
pose their own culturally determined ministry styles into settings in which the

local pastors might know more about the most effective way to minister.

Labor Paternalism

Labor paternalism occurs when we do work for people that they can do for
themselves. I remember going on a spring break mission trip to Mississippi
while I was in college. I will never forget the sick feeling I had as I stood on a
ladder painting a house while the young, able-bodied men living in the house
sat on their front porch and watched. I did so much harm that day. Yes, the
house got painted, but in the process I undermined these people’s calling to
be stewards of their own time and talents. It might have been better if 1 had
stayed home for spring break, rather than to have gone and done harm.

Managerial Paternalism
Managerial paternalism is perhaps the hardest nut to crack. We middle-to-
upper-class North Americans love to see things get done as quickly and effi-
ciently as possible. Relative to many other cultures, including many low-income
communities in North America, we are prone to take charge, particularly when
it appears that nobody else is moving fast enough. As a result, we often plan,
manage, and direct initiatives in low-income communities when people in
those communities could do these things quite well already. The structure and
pace might be different if the low-income communities undertook the proj-
ects themselves, but they could do a good job nonetheless.

You might be asking, “Then why don’t they take charge and manage these
projects if they are so gifted?” There are lots of reasons that the people, churches,

and organizations in low-income communities might not take charge, but here
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are several common ones that should give us some pause before rushing into a
low-income community and grabbing the reins in any project:

+ They do not need to take charge because they know that we will take
charge if they wait long enough.

+ They lack the confidence to take charge, particularly when the “supe-
rior,” middle-to-upper-class North Americans are involved.

+ They, like we, have internalized the messages of centuries of colo-
nialism, slavery, and racism: Caucasians run things and everyone else
follows.

+ They do not want the project to happen as much as we do. For example,
they might know the project will accomplish little in their context but
are afraid to tell us for fear of offending us.

+ They know that by letting us run the show it is more likely that we will
bring in money and other material resources to give to them.

There are situations in which a lack of local leadership and managerial
ability may require the outsiders to perform these functions, but we should
be very, very cognizant of our tendencies as middle-to-upper-class North
Americans to take charge and run things. Remember, the goal is not to produce
houses or other material goods but to pursue a process of walking with the ma-
terially poor so that they are better stewards of their lives and communities,
including their own material needs.

Of course, there are exceptions to every rule! There are times when the
Holy Spirit might move us to do something for the materially poor that they
can do for themselves. But just remember that these situations are the excep-

tion, not the rule. Avoid paternalism.

FINDING YOUR NICHE

It is extremely difficult for the same person or organization to provide
relief, rehabilitation, and development, for the relational dynamics in each
of these types of ministry are quite different. For example, if your church is
known as the place to go for free food (relief), it might have difficulty con-
vincing people that they need to start working to earn their daily bread
(development). In addition, each of these ministries is demanding. If a

church tries to do all of them, it runs the risk of being spread too thin. Hence,
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it might be better for your church to focus on relief, rehabilitation, ordevelop-
ment.

How do you decide? Determine the sorts of services that are already being
provided by organizations in the community in which you want to serve. Next,
find out both the assetsand the needs of the materially poorin your community.
Are the people destitute, or can they contribute to their own improvement? In
many if not most instances, you will find that the materially poor in your com-
munity are not in a free fall; that is, they are not in need of relief.

Ironically, you will also typically find that most existing organizations in
your community are focusing on providing relief. Why? There are at least three
reasons. First, many service organizations have a material definition of poverty;
hence, they believe that handouts of material things are the solution to that
poverty. As a result, they often provide relief to people who really need devel-
opment. Second, relief is easier to do than development. It is much simpler
to drop food out of airplanes or to ladle soup out of bowls than it is to develop
long-lasting, time-consuming relationships with poor people, which may be
emotionally exhausting. Third, it is easier to get donor money for relief than
for development. “We fed a thousand people today” sounds better to donors
than “We hung outand developed relationships with a dozen people today.”

In this light, your church might decide to find a niche in development,
choosing to focus on ministering intensely over time to a few people rather
than superficially and quickly to many people. Indeed, many churches are well-
placed in terms of mission, programmatic focus, financial resources, relational
skills, and basic giftedness for the long and sometimes grinding haul required
for development work. After all, the church is designed by Christ Himself to be
all about developing and growing people through long-term discipleship!”

If your church chooses a development niche, it might want to put in its
benevolence policies that no more than, say, 10 percent of the benevolence
fund will normally be used for relief work, with the other 90 percent going
toward development. Your church should also keep a list of organizations
that do offer relief and rehabilitation in your community in case you en-
counter people who actually need it. In compiling such a list, you might try
to discern which organizations do relief and rehabilitation “developmen-
tally” so thatyou can feel confident about referring people to them.
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Not all poverty is created equal; hence, there is not a “one-size-fits-all” ap-
proach. Take the time to find the niche that is right for your church and your

community.

REFLECTION QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

Please write responses to the following:

1. Reflect back on your answers to the “Initial Thoughts” questions at the start
of this chapter. Is there anything you would now like to change about those

answers? Be specific.

ro

.Think about the materially poor people in North America whom your
church or ministry is trying to help. Do these people need relief, rehabilita-
tion, or development? Is your church or ministry pursuing the right strategy
for these people? If not, what harm might you be doing to these people and
to yourselves? What changes could you make to improve your approach?

9

3. Think about the materially poor people in the Majority World whom your
church or ministry is trying to help. Do these people need relief, rehabilita-
tion, or development? Is your church or ministry pursuing the right strategy
for these people? If not, what harm might you be doing to these people and
to yourselves? What changes could you make to improve your approach?

4. Are you, your church, or your ministry being paternalistic in any of your
poverty-alleviation efforts? If so, what could you do to change this?

5. Think about the organizations to which you are donating money. Are they
pursuing relief, rehabilitation, or development appropriately? If you do not
know, then try to find out by examining their literature, exploring their web-

site, or asking them some questions.

N

.Make a list of all the organizations that minister to the materially poor in
your community. Determine the exact services that they provide and
whether they are doing relief, rehabilitation, or development. To which
organizations would you feel comfortable referring people? Keep this infor-

mation handy for your church or ministry to use.
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7.1f you have relationships with the materially poor in your target community,
conduct a focus group discussion to determine their assets and needs. Try to
discern if relief, rehabilitation, or development is most needed in this com-

munity. What specific services are lacking?

8. Reflect on the information you have gathered in questions 6 and 7. What

seems to be the best niche for your church or ministry?
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